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In October, Chilean President Ricardo Lagos faced the thorniest problems since he took office. But
his handling of a scandal involving excessive severance pay to government executives and a truckers
strike won him high marks in public- opinion polls. The severance-pay scandal surfaced just after
Germany- based Transparency International (TI) released its latest Corruption Perception Index
report, which ranked Chile as the least corrupt Latin American country.

Government officials receive excessive pay
The Labor Code entitles laid-off employees to an indemnization of one month's pay for each year
worked, capped at 11 years. However, some executives employed by state-owned companies during
the administration of Eduardo Frei Ruiz-Tagle (1994-2000) resigned when Lagos took office in March
and received multimillion-dollar dismissal packages.
On Lagos' instructions, on Sept. 28 Economy Minister Jose de Gregorio released details regarding 59
cases in which public companies awarded severance payments to senior officials that exceeded the
limit set by the Labor Code.
Some of the executives who had received the severance packages had not left public service but had
been given new positions by Lagos. The government pointed out that it lacks the power to reverse
the payments. But Lagos ordered 20 officials who were named by him to other public posts to return
the money by Oct. 6 or resign. And, on Oct. 4, Interior Minister Jose Miguel Insulza announced that
Lagos had called for the resignations of the entire top management of postal company Correos de
Chile because of the scandal.
Other companies involved in the scandal are the Empresa Nacional de Mineria, the Empresa
Nacional de Petroleos (ENAP), and the Refineria de Petroleo de Concon. On Oct. 6, 14 officials
announced that they would return the money. Six others resigned, saying the severance pay they
received was completely legal, and they had done nothing unethical.
The six who resigned included Patricia Baraona, head of Electricidad y Combustibles, Patricio
Artiagoitia, vice president of the Empresa Nacional de Mineria, and Jaime Jara, secretary general of
the national lottery Polla Chilena de Beneficencia. Administration supports legal actions Claudio
Huepe, minister secretary-general of the government, said on Oct. 9 that the executive supports the
right-wing opposition's decision to call for legal action in the cases in which excessive severance
payments were made.
Huepe also said the administration would support an investigation into the matter by the Chamber
of Deputies' economy commission. Deputies Enrique Krauss and Edgardo Riveros of the Partido
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Democrata Cristiano (PDC) part of the governing Concertacion coalition said they would introduce
a bill to restore to the Comptroller General's Office the authority to oversee public companies. That
authority was taken away from the office in 1979, during the dictatorship if Gen. Augusto Pinochet
(1973-1990).
Rumors circulated in early October that the severance-pay scandal might force the resignations of
Cabinet members Alvaro Garcia, secretary-general of the presidency, and Economy Minister de
Gregorio. The fathers of both ministers are accused of having approved large severance packages
for themselves when they left their positions at ENAP and the Polla Chilena de Beneficencia,
respectively.
In early October, Insulza said the administration was sending Congress a bill to govern
indemnizations for officials in publicly owned companies. He said the bill establishes that "those
executives who hold positions of general manager or the equivalent in public companies will not
receive any type of indemnization, not even that established by the Labor Code."
A government communique said that the executive recognized that "the country has been upset by
the payment of indemnizations to executives who have held positions of trust in public businesses."
In addition, it considered the decisions to grant the excessive payments "ethically reproachable and
without any justification."

Truckers end strike after three days
On Oct. 17, Chilean truckers began an "indefinite" strike, partially blocking roads around most
major cities. The truckers wanted the government to create a national registry of cargo vehicles
and to cut in half a special petroleum tax truckers pay for using the roads. They also wanted the
government to agree to back loans for them to buy new vehicles.
By the third day of the strike, fears were mounting that, if the strike continued, food and gasoline
shortages would occur. Short lines had formed at gasoline stations in Santiago, and fish and
vegetable prices in the markets were going up.
The government, which had previously said it would not hold talks during the strike, offered to
negotiate if the truckers removed the roadblocks. "The government is open to talks as soon as the
roads are open," said Interior Minister Insulza. "They can continue to strike, after all I cannot force a
trucker to drive his vehicle, but clear the roads."
The 7,500 truckers taking part in the blockade as estimated by the Confederacion Nacional de
Duenos de Camiones- -opted to accept that offer. "We have ended our national strike, because at
the end of the day, wisdom has prevailed," union leader Hector Moya told a news conference. "In
the next few days we will work out accords to solve our problems.
Our fight has been won without hatred or without violence." Moya said he had met with the Senate
president Andres Zaldivar and business leader Walter Riesco who assured him that the truckers'
demands would be heard. If the truckers sounded victorious, Lagos also claimed victory and said his
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government had ceded nothing. The truckers only received a government commitment to establish
a forum in 20 days to examine their demands. Lagos' success in ending the truckers' strike without
major concessions is expected to help Concertacion candidates in municipal elections scheduled for
Oct. 29.
Nearly two-thirds of Chileans approve of the way Lagos is running the government. In a poll by the
independent Centro de Estudios de la Realidad Contemporanea (CERC) carried out between Sept.
25 and Oct. 7, 61% of respondents said they approved of the Lagos administration's performance,
while 32% disapproved. The approval rating was down two percentage points from the July-August
survey.
In a poll released Oct. 5 by the daily newspaper Las Ultimas Noticias, 63.6% of respondents rated
Lagos' presidency so far as good. His support was strongest among lower-income groups (70%),
while support among higher-income groups was 43%. Respondents were more critical of parties
in the governing Concertacion coalition than they were of the president. In the poll, 68.5% of
those responding said other members of the Concertacion were not cooperating with the Lagos
administration. [Sources: CNN, 10/01/00, 10/05/00; Spanish news service EFE, 10/04/00, 10/06/00;
Reuters, 10/17- 19/00; Inter Press Service, 10/19/00; El Nuevo Herald (Miami), 10/09/00, 10/20/00;
Notimex, 10/18/00, 10/24/00]
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